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[The following is the first of two articles focused on the new left in Latin America. The second will
appear in the June 3 issue of NotiSur.] . Robinson LADB News Analyst Is a "new left" emerging
in the post-Cold War era? At a time when the United States is proclaiming a "new world order,"
after the disappearance of the socialist bloc, and when the left is disoriented and on the defensive in
developed nations, diverse leftist groups have been making conspicuous inroads in Latin America.
This two-part article is based on an analysis of recent developments and on a careful study of
the documents, programs, speeches and policy statements by leftist organizations throughout
the region. The LADB does not necessarily agree with the positions put forward by these groups.
The purpose of the article is to examine the "new thinking" by leftist organizations, and how they
define the political situation in the hemisphere and their own prospects in the 1990s. Heterogeneity
and institutional inroads New and "renovated" leftist parties and movements are coming to the
forefront of the political process in numerous countries. Although quite heterogeneous, these
groups share a commitment to reconceptualizing revolutionary processes and social change in
the new international reality. They appear poised to play an important role in the hemisphere in
the 1990s as a counterweight to the predominant neo-liberal model of economy and society. The
new left includes Brazil's Workers Party (PT), the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN)
in Nicaragua, the Salvadoran Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN), the Mexican
Democratic Party of the Revolution (PDR), the Broad Front (FA) of Uruguay, the Peruvian Free
Bolivar Movement (MBL) and United Left (IU), and the Lavalas movement in Haiti, among others.
Taking advantage of electoral openings provided by transitions from military to civilian rule in the
1980s, in 1990 the Broad Front won the mayor's office in the capital city of Montevideo, home to
nearly half of all Uruguayans. The FA could win in upcoming national elections. Similarly, following
the collapse of the Stroessner dictatorship in 1989, a coalition of leftist and progressive groups in
Paraguay united under the "Asuncion for Everyone" coalition, and captured city hall in the nation's
capital. Both coalitions have used local grassroots organizing tactics to challenge corruption and
traditional parties, mobilize the population and expand their social base. Brazil's PT is viewed by
many as the "rising star" of the left in the Third World. In Haiti, liberation theologist Jean-Bertrand
Aristide was elected president in December 1990 by a mass grassroots movement in what was
described as "the first revolution after the Cold War." Despite the coup d'etat of September 1991,
the Lavalas movement retains its vitality, creating a situation of ungovernability for the current
military dictatorship. In El Salvador, the FMLN's negotiated settlement with the government has
opened the way for former rebels to compete peacefully and legally for political power, while also
facilitating authentic democratization for the time in the nation's history. The Sandinistas, now
out of power, remain the principal political force in Nicaragua. In Mexico, there is a democratic
movement outside of the governing PRI for the first time since the Revolution of 1910. In Chile,
the Socialists share government with the Christian Democrats. In Guatemala and Colombia, peace
and stability will be difficult to achieve without the participation of the left. And so on. These and
other institutional inroads both underscore the potential for the left in Latin America to compete
in civil and political society in new historic circumstances, and reflect popular nonconformity with
prevailing social orders. However, say observers, the left has yet to demonstrate that it can translate
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formal, institutional inroads into an effective process of social change. This, they argue, depends
on elaborating a viable alternative project to neo-liberalism in the post-Cold War global context, an
undertaking which is far from accomplished. Sao Paulo forum and post-Cold War thinking in Latin
America At the invitation of Brazil's PT, in July 1990 representatives from 48 leftist political parties,
organizations and fronts convened in Sao Paulo to exchange ideas and experiences. Participants
established the Sao Paulo Forum with the objective of developing unity and collective strategies and
programs. The final resolution read, "We express our joint determination to renew leftist thought,
to correct erroneous conceptions, overcome all bureaucratism and all obstacles to an authentically
social and mass democracy." In June 1991, the Forum's second meeting in Mexico City, hosted
by the PRD, was attended by delegates from 68 organizations in 22 nations. The final resolution
stated the following: "Our discussion has been frank, open, democratic, pluralist, and unitary,
involving a broad spectrum of forces. Some of us identify ourselves as nationalist, democratic and
popular, and others are decidedly socialist. We are all committed to structural transformation of
our societies, necessary to fulfill the aspirations of our peoples for social justice, democracy and
national liberation." Nicaragua's FSLN is scheduled to host the third Forum conference in July
this year in Managua. The process of rethinking within the Latin American left has challenged
all the old dogmas. The collapse of the socialist bloc, although it jarred political and ideological
points of reference for many, apparently also had the effect of accelerating the construction of a
new identity for the Latin American left. Despite the diversity of the Sao Paulo Forum, and ongoing,
often fierce, debates both within and among leftist parties and organizations, points of agreement
can be identified. Summarized below are the basic tenets of new left thinking in Latin America,
derived from careful study of the policies, platforms and documents circulated by Sao Paulo Forum
groups. * Indivisibility of revolution and democracy. Democracy refers both to the internal life
of leftist organizations, and to the political and social organization of society. The latter includes
formal representative democracy (elections, the rule of law, traditional civil and political liberties,
etc.), as well as social justice, economic democracy, grassroots participation and empowerment,
and democratization of the state. According to FMLN leader Joaquin Villalobos, "The history of
Eastern Europe made it crystal clear that absolute power is an error and that people do not live on
bread alone. There is no democracy without revolution; and no revolution without democracy." *
Revolutionary projects may unfold in the context of political and social pluralism, civic and electoral
competition. Far from arguing that the "new world order" has rendered popular struggles and
revolutionary aspirations obsolete, the new left seems to be proposing that recent developments
throughout the world in a new historic context have opened the possibility for social confrontation
to take place exclusively on the political terrain, devoid of a military dimension, and that meaningful
social change can be achieved through battles waged within the realm of civil society liberated from
any form of military influence. This is an arena where the left may press for change through mass
mobilization and participation in the structures of representative democracy. Obligatory electoral
competition means that the left must win the approval of a majority of society for its programs. The
electoral arena, in turn, is perceived as a mechanism to ensure accountability, and subordinates
leftist parties and leaders to mass social bases. * The end of military fetishism. The new left does not
appear to have rejected armed struggle or revolutionary violence on principle. Daniel Ortega, FSLN
general secretary and former president of Nicaragua, said, "We can't repeat today the mistakes
made in the 1970s when it was said that those who did not pick up a gun were not revolutionaries.
Nor can we say today that in order to be a revolutionary, it is necessary to forget about armed
struggle and get involved in the institutional process of bourgeois-democratic systems." Rather,
the fetishism over armed struggle characterizing an earlier generation of revolutionary movements
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should be replaced by a rearticulation of the relationship between the military and the political.
Leftist spokespersons say this relationship was perverted in the 1960s by an erroneous interpretation
of the Cuban experience, influenced by Regis Debray's military foquismo. With the end to military
fetishism, they say, politics is regaining its position as the essence of revolutionary struggle. The
PT has ruled out armed struggle, not as illegitimate, but as entirely inappropriate for Brazil at
this time. Other groups, such as the FMLN and the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity
(URNG), as well as several political- military organizations in Colombia, redefined the role of armed
struggle during the 1980s as an instrument necessary to bring about the conditions permitting the
transfer of revolutionary struggle to the political arena. * Revolutionary movements must move from
ideology to politics, and must be deeply rooted in the specific "realities" of the nation. The tendency
among new left groups seems to be to substitute ideology read dogma or catechism explaining the
world, life and events for politics and political objectives as the matrix for uniting protagonists and
articulating the political action of distinct groups. In the words of Victor Hugo Tinoco, a Sandinista
militant and former deputy foreign minister of Nicaragua, "Political groups who, on one side
represent the marginalized and the impoverished, and on the other, the privileged and the wealthy,
have concrete and contrasting interests which each will pursue...These groups have not disappeared
with the Berlin Wall or the socialist bloc. However, the junctions between distinct interests are
now expressed less through dichotomous schemes or ideologies which draw societal divides, than
through the contradictions between concrete policies and goals. This is the harbinger of political
struggle in Latin America." * Progressive social change and revolutionary transformation of society
are not class-specific. The traditional leftist dichotomy between "reform and revolution" has given
way to the view that there is no contradiction between struggling for reforms and struggling for
revolution. Fundamental social transformation in Latin America will be achieved through broad,
multi-class national projects which bring together popular majorities, well beyond "workers and
peasants." * Reconceptualization of relations among state, civil society and power. The correlation
of social forces in civil society is as important or more so as the individuals or sectors holding state
power. The exercise of state power can be an effective instrument for the transformation of society
only if it is calibrated to mobilized popular majorities who have gained hegemony in civil society.
Civil society, not the state, is the principal locus of activity for a revolutionary movement. The major
task of such movements is to open up democratic space within civil society, i.e., helping popular
majorities achieve hegemony. The state must become democratized via popular control over its
activities by civil society. * An end to vanguardism, verticalism; respect for the "autonomy of the
new social movements." There has been a veritable revolution of civil society in Latin America. Mass
popular and social movements have emerged throughout the region, demanding authentic and
thorough democratization of political, social and economic life. Indigenous communities, women,
campesinos, trade unions, ecological and religious movements, shantytown residents, the poor and
marginalized everywhere, are becoming "new historic subjects." These social movements advance
the demands of specific popular sectors, yet also embody society-wide aspirations for a new social
order. Heterogenous sectors may link respective struggles in numerous ways around an overall
popular project in the context of social pluralism. It is not for a single "vanguard" to lead masses
of people, but for masses of people to organize themselves and become protagonists in their own
struggles. The role of a revolutionary organization in these struggles is to help articulate the actions
of diverse sectors and forces. The old vanguardist conceptions of a revolutionary movement keeping
mass social movements under close scrutiny and control, in conformity with the revolutionary
line and program, is giving way to reconceptualization. The relationship between revolutionary
organization and mass social movements is perceived as synergistic, and the axis around which
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revolutionary social transformation may occur. However, the new left groups have not yet defined
the precise nature of this relationship. In Brazil, the PT has scrupulously avoided interference in
the autonomy of mass social movements, including the trade union movement, the PT's original
base. According to Joaquim Soriano, member of the PT national directorate, "Trade union leaders
who belong to the PT subordinate their own party position to that defined by the union." Similarly,
in Mexico, PRD leader Adolfo Gilly explains that the party "is developing relations with social
organizations, but the latter maintain complete autonomy from us. We are taking care not to repeat
the corporatist tradition of the PRI." The FSLN has been critical of the way the party subordinated
the mass organizations that burgeoned in the wake of the 1979 revolution. Subordination to the
party stifled grassroots initiative and creativity among the revolution's social base. Participation
in mass organizations declined and the Sandinistas' social base eroded. The FMLN comprised of
five rebel groups perceives itself as centrifugal force for uniting diverse national sectors around a
popular alternative. In the words Eduardo Sanchez, member of the FMLN central command: "A
remarkable and unprecedented process of social and political organization has taken place in El
Salvador. In the face of this process, the FMLN has come to accept a broad-based leadership shared
among the multiple social and political movements, in a new and evolving pluralist situation...
[This implies] a collective, or shared vanguard in other words, a political, rather than an organic,
articulation of numerous groups."

-- End --
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